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This presentation reports on the implementation of an alternative model of Language Teacher Education 
(LTE) aimed at promoting change in classroom dynamics, successfully trialled through a professional 
development course in Brazil. The main idea presented here is the conceptualisation of teaching and learning as 
separate but complementary activities. The model addresses a number of problems identified in the literature—
mainly related to the lack of students’ engagement (Christenson, Wylie, & Reschly, 2012), the gap between 
research and practice and the resilience of highly criticised traditional classroom practices (Wells, 2009)—
through operationalizing classroom practices consistent with emerging ideas in education and interrelated fields 
(Burns & Knox, 2011; Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008). The presentation targets practitioners, academics, 
language teacher educators and policy makers. Current descriptions of teaching and learning overburden the 
teacher as the sole responsibility bearer, as if teachers could carry out their students’ learning as well as teaching 
them. The notion of complementary activities, instead, places on teachers the responsibility for fostering the 
development of learning strategies, while the students are held responsible for applying such strategies in order 
to learn. It is claimed that implementing this notion—referred to as the complementarity principle—addresses a 
number of problems identified through research and discussed in academic literature. 
A substantial body of research shows that, despite decades of theoretical development in education, 
traditional models of education continue to fail to promote ideal conditions for learning (Palincsar, Brown, & 
Campione, 1994; Wells, 2009; Wells & Claxton, 2002; Wertsch, 1998). Language education, for the most part, 
follows such models, and exhibits classroom practices similar to those identified in mainstream education. 
Among the features believed to impair learning observed in classrooms and documented in the literature are: 
authoritative teacher regulated discourse, theoretically referred to as univocal discourse (Bakhtin, Emerson, 
Holquist, & McGee, 1986; Wertsch, 1998), the use of inauthentic questions, to which the teacher has a pre-
specified answer (Nystrand, 1997), and unbalanced power relations between teacher and learners, in which the 
teacher holds much more power than the students.
These features contribute to classroom dynamics which do not promote crucial components of learning, 
such as learner autonomy, (Deci & Ryan, 1987), metacognition (Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, Shneider, & 
Shernoff, 2003), and a meaningful epistemic role for learners, understood as a role the students themselves can 
value (Nystrand, 1997). Researchers find remarkable that traditional practices have not changed, despite decades 
of intense criticism and a great number of studies which show the necessity of a paradigm shift to promote the 
implementation of alternative models, more in line with how teaching and learning are current understood
(Wells, 2009).
There are myriad factors that contribute to the maintenance of traditional models of education—some of 
which are political and impose heavily on policy. However, one of the most fundamental seems to be the fact 
that learning has traditionally been conceptualised as a direct result of teaching. Obviously, nowadays, no 
serious educationalist believes that there is a direct causal relation between teaching and learning, and the 
concept of teacher as a facilitator is widely accepted. In practice, on the other hand, the idea that teachers are 
responsible for their students’ learning appeals to many of those directly or indirectly involved in education, and 
is often taken as an axiom. In fact, the notion of teaching as causative of learning is so deeply entrenched that in 
some countries, such as Australia and the USA, teachers’ salary increases are conditioned to their students’ 
performance on national standard tests (Currently in 2014).
One of the impacts of this is the undermining of the very essence of education, portrayed by John 
Dewey, Bertrand Russel and Alexander Humboldt as assisting the pupil to develop in their own way, similarly to 
tending a flower, which according to Chomsky “is what serious education would be, from kindergarten up 
through graduate school”(Chomsky & Barsamian, 1996, p. 44). The idea that the teacher is responsible for 
students’ development promotes classroom dynamics emerging from the teacher striving to control what 
students do and how they do it, in order to pursue specific outcomes. Such models ignore the diversity of 
learners’ preferences, and deprive them of meaningful participation (Wells, 2009).
The rationale behind this mainstream view is that education is largely a matter of apprenticing learners 
in the acquisition of knowledge, defined as a body of justified beliefs, through a process of memorization (Wells, 
1999). This presupposes that knowledge is static and can be transferred from teacher to students. An alternative 
to this view is that knowledge is dynamic and constructed by those who engage in meaningful academic 
activities (Wells, 1999; Wells & Claxton, 2002; Wertsch, 1991, 1998).
In language education, traditional models generate staged classroom practices, performed merely as 
routines. This is most apparent when students replicate given samples of language, frequently memorized for the 
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purpose of carrying out the activities, often prescribed by the course-book. Most questions are asked either by 
the teacher or the book, and have a pre-specified answer attached. There are few opportunities for students to 
contribute, and few choices they can make. The whole lesson is often scripted, and the teacher guides the 
students through each part.
In an attempt to address the problems identified in relation to traditional classroom practices, a 
theoretical framework in which teaching and learning are seen as separate yet complementary activities was 
constructed. According to this framework, the work of teachers is to promote an environment where 
opportunities for students to develop can emerge, to facilitate the emergence of such opportunities, and to assist 
learners as they engage with them. The work of students is to engage with the opportunities they perceive as 
relevant and apply learning strategies to promote their own development. Off course, in such environment, 
opportunities to learn emerge from the interaction between participants, teacher and students alike. 
For this to happen, students have to be equipped with learning strategies, so they can engage in learning. 
Therefore, work on metacognition is fundamental. One of the early steps is to involve students in trying to 
understand their own learning and how it can be enhanced, encouraging them to take responsibility for their own 
development (Chamot, 2009).
This can lead to profound change in classroom dynamics, since the teacher and the students work 
collaboratively to find ways to learn, which can only occur through dialogical discourse, constructed and 
regulated by all participants; questions are authentic because there are no pre-specified answers and the answers 
which can be constructed are susceptible to change; the power is diluted because students have a high degree of 
choice and responsibility. Also, learner autonomy is promoted through affording students choices; metacognition 
is encouraged because the students are reflecting on their own learning; and the students’ role is epistemically 
meaningful, because they are responsible for choosing, developing and implementing learning strategies.
The research project
The aim of the study was to promote change in classroom dynamics by apprenticing teachers in the 
construction and implementation of alternative language teaching practices. This was attempted through a 
professional development course designed to highlight the distinction and complementarity of teachers’ and 
learners’ roles, conducted with a group of in service teachers in Brazil, over a period of one academic semester, 
from February to June 2010. Participants were recruited on a voluntary basis. From the 13 initial participants, 
four completed the course. 
The course was designed to encourage the emergence of features opposed to those observed in 
traditional classrooms, namely dialogic discourse, authentic interactions and balanced power between course 
facilitator and participants. It was expected that participants would in turn develop ways to facilitate the 
emergence of such features in their own classrooms, thus promoting change.
To permit meaningful epistemic roles for participants and pursue context appropriateness, the model 
informing the course had to allow course design to be responsive to the participation of the teachers by being 
self-adaptive. This was achieved through the development of a framework which divides knowledge into two 
separate equally important dimensions: general expert knowledge and specific local knowledge. While the 
course offered a range of concepts gathered from specialist literature—expert knowledge—these had to be 
interpreted by participants according to their own knowledge, to derive a contextualised version of such 
concepts. Once participants had developed their own versions of the proposed concepts, they would evaluate 
whether or not the concept was relevant and applicable in their teaching context, and develop ways to implement 
what they considered important.
The implementation
As a result of this framework, the course was collaboratively constructed by participants and the 
facilitator. First, a survey questionnaire was administered with 22 prospective participants to gather information 
about their expectations in relation to course content and preferences in term of language and classroom 
interaction. The results of the survey were presented to actual participants in the first encounter, to assist 
deliberations on course content and format.
A list based on the domains of teacher knowledge developed by Shulman (1987) was proposed by the 
facilitator and included: content knowledge; general pedagogical knowledge; pedagogical content knowledge; 
knowledge of learners; knowledge of curriculum; knowledge of educational enterprise; knowledge of 
educational context; discourse knowledge; field-specific knowledge; and support knowledge (Mantero, 2004).
Participants deliberated on which domains should be part of the course, and what each chosen domain would 
comprise. 
The participants decided that the core content of the course should be “general pedagogical knowledge” 
and “pedagogical content knowledge”, understood respectively as knowing how teaching and learning occur, 
and knowing how the teaching and learning of English occur in the case of their own contexts.  
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These two domains were chosen because the group perceived them as the most crucial part of the 
language teacher knowledge base. They agreed that, even though knowledge of content was essential to their 
work, it would not be feasible for this domain to be the focus of the course, due to its sheer volume and 
complexity. It was decided instead to briefly explore content knowledge as the initial topic, and to investigate 
what the domain would include, since the participants thought that the understanding of this domain held by the 
course facilitator and themselves would filter through the discussions on pedagogical content knowledge. 
Knowledge of learners, curriculum, educational enterprise and educational context were identified as 
areas of expertise of the participants, who decided that their expertise in these domains should be used to ground 
the discussions in the course, rather than be the foci of discussions. The remaining domains: knowledge of 
discourse, field-specific and support knowledge were seen as subsidiary. The group decided that the 
development of these domains would be a consequence of the sharing of ideas, and that deeper knowledge would 
have to be constructed through further studies in specific areas and through personal experience.
The course was conducted as a series of 2-hour workshops on a weekly basis. Participants were initially 
invited to discuss proposed content in light of their own knowledge and experience, simultaneously evaluating 
the validity, relevance, and applicability of proposed ideas, as well as re-evaluating their own existing 
knowledge and beliefs. Participants were then invited to reflect on the problems they perceived in their contexts 
and on how the knowledge being developed through the course could be used to address some of them, and to 
elaborate a plan to implement strategies to pursue possible solutions. Throughout the course, participants 
discussed their plans and reported on their implementations.
Prior to the commencement of the workshops, participants were observed in their classrooms by the 
researcher. An observation system and DVD recording were used to register relevant classroom events. 
Interviews were regularly conducted with participants and they were again observed in their classrooms three to 
four times toward the end of the course.
Results
After analysis of the data by the researcher, the footage of classroom observations was reviewed by 
independent assessors, to triangulate the researchers findings. Results show that, after participating in the course, 
teachers promoted change in their classrooms and that students responded positively to the changes. 
In summary, it was observed that prior to their participation in the course, the teachers talked for most 
of the time in their classrooms, student participation was minimal, the teachers often answered their own 
questions, students were expected to recite formulaic answers which matched the teacher’s answer key, and the 
teachers tightly controlled classroom interactions. Subsequent observations show that the teachers gave much 
more time for students to talk and in some cases the proportions were reversed—students spoke for most of the 
time; students’ engagement improved; the teachers no longer had to answer their own questions; the students 
were expected to share their thoughts; and the teachers allowed emergent classroom interactions.
Conclusion
The proposed content of the course implemented in Brazil is part of the literature in education and 
related fields, which is widely accessible. What differentiates this case study from many other projects 
developed to effect change in classrooms is the design of the course, specifically developed to facilitate the 
amalgam of expert knowledge and local knowledge.
Two elements seem crucial in this project: the fact that the participating teachers had their knowledge 
recognized and were given opportunities to actively participate in the construction of the course, and that the 
course implemented the very ideas it was designed to promote. Not only the teachers were developing their own 
ways of implementing these ideas, they were experiencing them in the course. 
The results of this study strongly suggest that it would be profitable to consider ways of 
operationalizing the concept of education advocated by several scholars since the beginning of the eighteenth 
century—helping learners to develop in their own way, when designing educational programmes and reforms.
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